Erythropoietin blood level is increased in sudden infant death.
Erythropoietin (EPO) is the main red cell growth factor and its release into the blood stream is stimulated by anemia and also by various kinds of hypoxia. We studied the blood EPO concentration in a population of 96 infants who died suddenly and compared their mean EPO levels to control infants. The normal values were low at birth and progressively increased during the first 2 years. In the sudden infant death (SID) group the EPO level was significantly higher (p = 0.001) for the entire population and particularly in the youngest group (0-2 months): 14.7 +/- 2.4 IU/l (mean +/- SEM) in SID group vs. 3.6 +/- 0.4 IU/l in control group (p < 0.001). Although we could not analyze the blood hemoglobin concentration after death, the anemia hypothesis was refuted by an assay of the percentage of fetal hemoglobin which was normal for age in the control and SID groups. Moreover, there was no significant difference in EPO levels between explained and unexplained deaths. We also observed an increase in the stress hormones, cortisol and beta-endorphin, in the entire SID group. These SID results suggest a profound and long-lasting hypoxia at least during terminal agony.